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Field Notes:

April 29, 2002

Why we farm…..
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Farming is very hard and dangerous work. It is not a glamorous occupation, nor a way to
become famous. Since humans abandoned the nomadic hunter/gatherer lifestyle, agriculture has
been a way of life and a means for providing the basic needs of life itself; namely food, clothing,
and shelter.
One can only imagine the hardships people endured prior to the beginning of agriculture.
Families were forced to move constantly to find native plants and game. The death rate was very
high among the young and old since they were more vulnerable to the hardships of weather,
disease, and famine. In a very real sense humans lived much like the animals with which they
shared the earth. Some prefer to avoid the obvious reality that the humans who were able to
endure these hardships were the strong and the smart.
At some point, groups found that when they remained in areas with good rainfall,
moderate temperature, and fertile soil they were more apt to survive. In these areas they found
grasses that produced edible seeds, trees and shrubs that yielded berries, fruit, and nuts, and other
plants that provided edible foliage and roots. Many of these foods were available year-round, or
could be stored easily. These fertile areas also supported more abundant wildlife that could be
hunted. As time passed, animals were domesticated and utilized as food, for power to do work
as in the case of the horse, and as helpers in the hunt as in the case of the dog.

A lot of “water has passed under the bridge” since those early times when farming was a
necessity rather than a chosen vocation. Practices we consider standard, including planting,
propagating, cultivating, fertilizing, and weeding came slowly. Within the last 200 years, a very
short time in history, farm efficiency has increased so dramatically that today only two people
are able to feed 100 others in our country whereas 90 or more were needed.
Most people have found other ways to earn their livelihood, but at least part of our
income must be spent on the things agriculture provides. In a very real sense, agriculture is the
direct benefactor of all other forms of human activity since without it we would all still be
working the soil to feed ourselves. Science and medicine, law, the arts, and all the magnificent
engineering achievements of our modern world are made possible because other basic needs
have been satisfied. Many of these achievements have been made by those also engaged in
agriculture.
Today’s farmers find themselves at a crossroads. They love the land just as their
ancestors did, but their own efficiency has betrayed them. They are like soldiers who are never
appreciated until there is a war to fight. Farmers are not appreciated until there is a shortage of
the things they provide. Profits needed to continue farming are usually provided by government
programs since the marketplace is not willing to pay a “fair” price for farm products. Some
debate why “small” farms are gone, without realizing that only by being large may a farm be
efficient enough to be even marginally profitable.
The “small” farms we have today are mostly part-time or specialty farms operated by
people who have another primary occupation or are “retired”. These people provide proof that
agriculture is a fundamental human activity; they often supplement their farms from other
sources of income, actually “farming” at a loss because they love the land.

We now risk becoming dependent on other nations for agricultural products, a situation
that would be counter to our very being as a nation. For many years our country as been referred
to as the “breadbasket of the world”, but the future of American agriculture is in jeopardy. The
average age of American farmers today is above 55, an indication that few young people are
choosing to farm. Still, we are the descendants of those who drew their sustenance from the
land; we are capable of regaining our rightful heritage, given the means and the opportunity.
As I have been thinking about this and writing, a new farm bill is being formulated. This
legislation will provide the framework for agriculture for the next six to ten years. Hopefully
this new bill can give farmers a chance to recover from the problems that now surround
agriculture. Farmers would like nothing better than to simply go about the business of working
the land, providing all the good things we expect. For all our sakes, I hope and pray that our
proud past in agriculture will continue into the future.

